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   This is Alisa Harrison, press secretary for the Department of Agriculture.  With me here is Agriculture Secretary Ann Veneman to make a few remarks and answer some of your questions as she gets ready to head out your way.


So with that, I will turn it over to the Secretary, to make a few opening remarks.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Good morning--I guess it's morning there.  Good morning.  Have I got everyone on?


SECRETARY VENEMAN: “ I can hear you now.  I just wanted to make sure I was hooked in.


“I understand you're all in Denver, and I also understand that the weather is pretty nice out there today, and I don't have to wear my long underwear tomorrow.


“So we're very excited about coming to Denver tomorrow.  The President's really pumped up for this trip.  As you know, he has a few cattle out on his ranch in Crawford, Texas, and he feels a real kind of homecoming with the Cattleman's Association.  And certainly we recognize the cattle industry as being a very important part of American agriculture.  It's one of those industries that really is in almost all the states in the country.  And beef is such a huge part of the American diet. 


“We've been very proactive on animal issues in the past year, particularly on the beef side, as we've battled the threat of foot and mouth disease, and we've taken strong measures to make sure that we don't get BSE or mad cow disease in this country. And (we’ve) had a very strong report from the Harvard Risk Assessment in that regard, saying that the likelihood of us getting any kind of outbreak of that is very small in this country. 

“We have been very proactive in the homeland security issues since 9-11, which are related to protecting our food supply, largely from pests and diseases and food safety threats.


“And then of course, we've been very proactive in trying to find new markets for all of our agriculture producers, but certainly the meat sector and particularly beef has been one of the bright spots of exports over the past several years.


“We have--our priorities for 2002 for agriculture really are first to get a good sound farm bill and implement it as quickly as possible after the Congress passes it.  As you know, the President's budget was released this week, and it did include the amount of money that was agreed to by both the House and the Senate last year, of $73.5 billion over 10 years.  We want to make sure that a farm bill has good conservation programs, ones that help farmers with working farmlands.  And we want to make sure that--we like the concept that was in some of the Senate bills on having a farm savings account to help farmers manage their risk.


“As I said, we've been very proactive on the homeland security issues.  The President, in the budget, requested an additional $146 million in new spending for 2003 for agriculture protections, for food safety and research, and he also just signed the defense supplemental appropriations bill, which included in it about $328 million for USDA homeland security issues.  So, as I said, we've been very proactive in this area, protecting the food supply, protecting our livestock from pests and disease, making sure now that we're protecting not only against unintentional threats, but also any kind of intentional threats.


“As I said, we've been very proactive on the trade front as well.  We were able to launch a new round of trade negotiations this year--or last November in Doha.  We're hoping that trade promotion authority will pass the Senate shortly.  And the agriculture community's been extremely supportive of trade promotion authority so that we can continue to negotiate trade agreements and open up markets and tear down walls that keep our agriculture products out of markets in the global economy.


“And finally we want to make sure that we have a good safety net for low-income Americans.  We have a record level of spending proposed for our Women, Infants and Children program, which is a very beneficial program for mothers and children in this country, and that was proposed as part of the President's budget.


“So it's going to be a busy year, but we're looking forward to working on these and other issues, and we're certainly looking forward to our trip tomorrow to Denver.


MS.  DUBOIS:  Good to open it up for questions now?  Hello?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Sure.

MS. DUBOIS:  Okay, great.  Thank you so much.  I know we have--I think we have a few reporters on the phone.  We want to try to divide the time evenly between reporters on the phone and reporters in the room.  Sarah Cooke with AP, are you on?

QUESTION:  Yeah, I'm here.


MS.  COOKE :  A question for the Secretary?


QUESTION:  Madam Secretary, I have a question about the farm bill.  I know it's in the Senate right now.  What's the status of it, and how quickly does it need to be passed to go into effect for this planting season?  I know there's been some issues of farmers over trying to get this in place before they start planting their crops this year.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, obviously, if it passes the Senate shortly, it will go into conference.  And it's hard to predict at this point what--how quickly a conference between the House and the Senate will progress.  But I think farmers should be assured that either there will be a farm bill that will impact 2002 crops and be applicable to 2002 crops, or there will be another supplemental or additional assistance appropriation because we do have the money budgeted for the 10-year period.  And so I believe that one way or another, farmers will be taken care of  by the Congress, and we will be ready to implement the assistance.


“So there has been a question about whether or not they'll get it done for a 2002 crop.  As you know, the farm bill doesn't expire until the end of September, but if a 2002 crop--farm bill for the 2002 crop is not passed, I believe there will be supplemental assistance.  I think--I haven't talked to any one who does not think that, and I'm sure that the Congress will act on that very quickly if it doesn't appear they can get the farm bill passed in time.  So I think farmers and ranchers should feel assured either way, they will be taken care of.


MS. DUBOIS:  Thank you.  Here in the room we have Ron Hayes, Oklahoma.


QUESTION:  Good morning, Madam Secretary.


SECRETARY VENEMAN: “How are you?


QUESTION:  Doing good, Madam Secretary.  The Senate just voted a few moments ago on the so-called Grassley Payment Limitations Amendment.  It passed easily, 67 to 31.  What is the administration's view on that stringent payment limitation?  Some of the southern senators said it was, in effect, declaring war on southern agriculture.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, the administration has not taken a position on the Grassley Amendment or any of the other payment limitation provisions.  And as you know, it is--current law has payment limits.  The House bill has payment limits.  And this is another form of payment limits, and we have not taken a position on any of them.  We will stand ready to work with the Congress in the conference to make sure that whatever provisions like this that they put in will be something that we can implement because we want to make sure that we're able to have the Congress give us the kind of law that we can implement.  We have not taken a position, however, because there is a great difference of opinion among farmers and among the various people, as you saw with the vote, about this provision, and the administration has not--has not taken a position one way or the other.


“We are working very closely with our Farm Service Agency and our natural resources conservation to make sure that we can get any farm bill implemented as quickly as possible.  And, you know, we talked about some of the difficulties with payment limitations in our policy book, which I think most of you by now have seen or had the opportunity to pull up on our website.


“So again, while we have talked about the difficulties sometimes with the payment limitations, we have not taken a position on any of the provisions.


MS.DUBOIS:  Back to the phone.  Max Armstrong, are you on the phone?

[No response.]

MS. DUBOIS:  It doesn't sound like Max is on.  So here in the room?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Because we always recognize his voice.

QUESTION:  Good morning, Madam Secretary.  A chief topic of discussion here this morning has been the Johnson Amendment in terms of packer ownership.  Does the Bush administration have a position on that? 
                       SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “As you know, and I'm sure you heard at the convention, there is very strong opinion on both sides of that issue.  The National Cattleman's Beef Association has been thus far against that amendment, as far as I know, unless they've changed their position.  We--I was just down in Texas last week and heard from people who own a packing plant, a small packing plant down there, farmer-owned, but not a cooperative, very concerned about losing their business structure, and their ability to operate their business in the most efficient manner if that amendment were to pass.

“So there are a lot of people who feel strongly on this amendment on both sides.  And again, the Congress is going to have to sort out what's going to happen on that.  I know that there is one amendment that may be proposed to have a study of what the impact may be of such an action by the Congress, and if such a new statutory requirement, and I don't know whether or not that's likely to come up or pass if it does come up.  But we have not taken a position on that particular amendment.


MS.DUBOIS:  Are there any other reporters on the phone who would like to ask a question?

[No response.]

MS. DUBOIS:  All right.  Then we'll go back to the room.  I believe Tony Purcell had his hand up, with Texas State Network.


QUESTION:  Madam Secretary, I've just returned from a--or came up here from a cotton conference in Lubbock, and their concerns on the payment limitation bill are twofold.  First, it will pretty much shut cotton growers out because by the very nature of their business, they're a very large operation.  And secondly, they say that the amendment, the Grassley Amendment discriminates against farm spouses in that the farmer gets the $150,000, but his wife can only qualify for $75,000.  Could you comment on that?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “You mean that the farmer is the husband and--I don't think we should make that assumption.  But I think that I've heard that --you didn't laugh at the--I thought it was kind of cute.  Maybe I just can't hear you on the other side.


“But I know that that has been one of the concerns that's been raised by many people, the spousal inequity, as it's been called.  I am actually scheduled to speak to the National Cotton Growers on Monday, and I'm looking forward to visiting with them.  I know that this has been a particularly contentious issue when it comes to both cotton and rice growers, because I spoke to the rice growers yesterday.


“Again, I think it's important to recognize that there are different kinds of payment limitation requirements and different bills.  The administration has not taken a position on this issue, and we have--you know, we want to make sure that whatever the Congress passes we can implement.


“Interestingly, I just visited cotton growers in Texas, in actually West Texas in San Angelo last week, the same time I visited the lamb processing plant.  And it was very interesting talking with these growers because we went to see the success of the cotton boll weevil program and it was very interesting because the growers are very encouraged by the eradication partnership program that we've had between USDA and the state--well, I should say--and among the--and the growers as well. The federal government, the state government and the producers, eradicate the boll weevil --what it's meant to them in terms of less use of chemicals, therefore less input costs. They were quite excited about the results of this, as well as the use of BT cotton and the fact that they have less input costs because of BT cotton and the fact that they don't have to use as many chemicals, so they really were very excited about the win/win kind of thing for both--a win for the agriculture and a win for the environment.  They were very interested in those issues as I was down there last week.


MS DUBOIS:  Rebecca Kolner with Montana.


QUESTION:  Hi, Secretary Veneman.  This is Rebecca Kolner with Montana Farm Bureau.  And we learned that this afternoon the Senate is going to be voting on language in the farm bill that Senator Reid has put in.  This, of course, ties the water rights in with CRP and the Endangered Species Act.  Could you let me know the administration's thoughts are on that?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, we've been looking at that amendment.  I know there is very, very strong concern about that amendment, particularly in the West, about the ability of farmers to control their water.  I know that the Farm Bureau recently sent a letter to the--I think the Ag Committees in both the Senate and House, and said that they could not support a final farm bill if it had that amendment in it.  So this has been an issue that has been very, very contentious, particularly in the west, but I think that the feeling about this issue is so strong that the national Farm Bureau actually wrote a separate letter on this very issue.


“The administration has not taken a position on this.  We've watched it very closely.  We know the farmers' concerns, and I'm actually not entirely sure where that amendment stands at this point, although you say it's going to possibly come up this afternoon.


QUESTION:  That's what I heard.


MS. DUBOIS:  We have Mike [inaudible] from Nebraska.


QUESTION:  I'd like to get your thoughts on country-of-origin labeling.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “The country-of-origin labeling, I believe there is a provision in both the Senate and House bills on country-of-origin labeling.  There has been a lot of disagreement within even the beef industry about this issue.  Some have advocated something that we've been doing here in the Department, and that is working on a USA beef label that would be more of a positive marketing kind of tool to really encourage consumers to buy US beef, and many have thought that we ought to take that more proactive approach as opposed to country-of-origin labeling.


“This has been one of those issues where, again, there is not agreement within the industry about what we ought to do which makes it a difficult one to determine where it's ultimately going to come out.  I know that in talking with some of the people on the House Ag Committee, they know that there is a lot of disagreement and they're not quite sure how this issue is ultimately going to come out after a conference.


MS.  DUBOIS:  Any other--oh, Bob Berger has a question?


QUESTION:  Madam Secretary, can you give us some insight on what President Bush is going to talk about tomorrow?


SECRETARY VENEMAN: “Well, I can tell you he's excited to be there.  I think he will reiterate the principles that the administration has for the farm bill, which I talked about earlier.  I think he will probably talk about the messages that he emphasized and focused on in his State of the Union, winning the war on terrorism and fighting back against the terrorists that did such devastating things to our country, the importance of homeland security and the importance of our economy.  I think those will be the themes of his message, as well as talking about the importance of getting a farm bill with the kind of principles that we in the administration support.


MS. HARRISON:  Hey, Carol?


MS. DUBOIS :  Yes.

MS. HARRISON:  This is Alisa.  We just have time for one more quick question.

MS. DUBOIS:  Okay.  Any other first-time questions?  I saw that Ron had his hand up for a follow up.


QUESTION:  I understand that one of my colleagues, he just talked with Senator Hutchinson from Arkansas, a Republican Senator from the State, and he indicates that the southern senators are united in wanting to--well eventually told Senator Daschle that they will scuttle any attempt to pass the farm bill through the Senate with this payment limitations measure.  You know, do you see this--this issue as being a deal breaker at this point?  In other words, has the administration been engaged regarding payment limitations with some of the Senate leadership?


SECRETARY VENEMAN: “I was not aware that that kind of contention was being put out there at this point, because we just actually got the result of that vote on the payment limitation, and I was not aware.  So I can't say that I personally have been engaged on that particular debate because the vote just happened, and apparently this has been--what you're telling me is that's been the reaction from some of the people in the South?

QUESTION:  Right.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Right.”


MS. HARRISON :  This is Alicia.  I want to thank all of you for gathering there today, and certainly I know the Secretary will look forward to seeing you tomorrow.


MS.  DUBOIS:  Thank you, Secretary.  Thank you, Alisa.
